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Abstract
With the humanities becoming progressively more open to interdisciplinary studies,
there exists a space for music to be part of the discourse surrounding literature. One of the most
important developments for music was the rise of the concept album, a medium where the
individual tracks are defined by a larger theme or a unifying narrative. The concept album first
emerged in the 1960s and became a method for musicians to experiment with expanded
storylines and lyrical motifs that overthrew classical models of music albums. One of the most
influential concept albums, Nine Inch Nails’ The Downward Spiral, which came out in 1994, is
noteworthy due to its nuanced exploration of subject matter like mental illness, addiction, and
skepticism toward authority. This is all filtered through an unnamed protagonist who is based off
the personal life of Trent Reznor, the creator and frontman of Nine Inch Nails. The protagonist is
forced to confront the harsh nature of his existence, which leads him down a path of nihilistic
despair, echoing a literary conversion narrative, with the album making explicit references to
both existentialist and postmodern philosophy.
This interdisciplinary thesis aims to explore the gap between the study of music and
literature by positioning the concept album as a postmodern literary artifact, using The
Downward Spiral as the basis for a critical examination. By using a combination of texts from
postmodern authors Chuck Palahniuk and David Foster Wallace as well as lyrical analysis of
select tracks from the album, this thesis will demonstrate that the concept album belongs to the
postmodern literary genre because of its contradiction of musical conventions and through
Reznor’s lyrics and recording methods, the concept album also engages in establishing aesthetic
discontinuity and transgression, which shares a direct lineage within the postmodern literary
tradition.
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Introduction
Both music and literature are artistic forces that shape our understanding of the world
around us, and audiences turn to these mediums to make meaning out of their lives. For me as a
scholar, one of the albums that has made an impact on me is Nine Inch Nails’ The Downward
Spiral. Released in 1994, The Downward Spiral remains a relevant album over 25 years later
largely because of its unique commentary on the postmodern schema that rose to the cultural
forefront in the 1990s. What makes the album stand out from other concept albums is that is
driven by the individual experiences of Trent Reznor, the frontman of Nine Inch Nails, and
though the album has a clear narrative, the themes that Reznor writes about are universal. The
album features a semi-autobiographical, unnamed protagonist undergoing an identity crisis
spurred by disillusionment toward religion and the neoliberal institutional framework that
defines his world. At first, the protagonist feels invigorated and rebels against the rigid social
structures that he feels trapped by. The narrative of the album later experiences a reversal
midway through the album, with the protagonist plunging into nihilistic despair where he tries to
find solace in various vices, including drugs and sex. By the end of The Downward Spiral, the
protagonist is left trying to find a reason to live amidst the pain he has brought onto himself.
Looking at the album holistically, The Downward Spiral and its surrounding lore and
concept make it a richly readable text and cultural artifact. The album celebrated its 25th
anniversary in 2019 and with Nine Inch Nails being inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of
Fame the following year, as well as Reznor and his creative partner Atticus Ross receiving
numerous awards for their film-composing work, there is a high degree of critical attention being
paid to The Downward Spiral as of late. However, there is little scholarship analyzing the album
and Nine Inch Nails’ work within literature despite its deep cultural impact and literary basis.
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What resonates with me the most are the themes that Reznor explores on the album: depression,
feeling out of place and not fitting in, and questioning what the truth is are struggles that are all
too human. I have grappled with these feelings, and it is living through these experiences that
caused me to realize how much influence The Downward Spiral holds.
Being so moved by the album and its thematic content caused me to think about how one
can situate it into a larger literary canon even though it is a musical work. Reznor’s writing
revolves around a central character and a larger, overarching narrative taking inspiration from
important theoretical and literary movements including existentialism, postmodernism, and
romanticism, so it made me question how audiences can read a musical concept album the same
way as a novel or traditional literary work. My thesis explores the questions of how and why can
concept albums like The Downward Spiral be considered works of literature. Considering the
increased interest regarding interdisciplinary studies in the humanities, how can music help our
understanding of literature?
Although critics have lauded Reznor for his artistic achievements in music, I will argue
that The Downward Spiral should be examined as a postmodern literary artifact. There are
implications for this claim which may have future scholars considering how musical works can
be part of literary discourse. The first section of my interdisciplinary thesis will offer background
and context related to postmodernism, the concept album, and industrial music. The second
section will explore the narrative of the album’s protagonist by offering close readings of a
selection of the album’s lyrics and music in conjunction with exploring thematic parallels with
postmodern authors. As I will show, the lyrics of the album reveal the existentialist crisis of the
protagonist, which unveils the literary aspirations of the album. The conclusion will offer
commentary on the status and significance of the album’s literary status.
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The Concept Album
The 60s and 70s marked a time of increased experimentation in music, with many
musicians and bands challenging the standards of rock radio, resulting in the popularity of
concept albums. In Audionarratology: Interfaces of Sound and Narrative, Jarmila Mildorf and
Till Kinzel state that many bands took influence from classical composition techniques that
introduced a new level of complexity and artistry to the medium with these types of recordings
making use of different time signatures and innovative studio technology (82). Lyrics also
followed suit and took influence from literature, science fiction, and mythology, bringing a more
progressive sound. The relationship between these progressive-minded bands and the concept
album, according to Paul Stump, who is quoted by Mildorf and Kinzel, is the shared sense of
artistic idealism, which foregrounded the “musical expression of the imagination as the paradigm
of the text”(84). The concept album then became synonymous with rock music, allowing for:
Scope of narrative, for genre mixing...and for lyrical complexity that was not
possible in shorter form of even in single extended tracks...The full-blown
concept album would expand upon a theme over many tracks, and match this with
musical and formal structures that advanced over the course of an album. The
repetition of instrumental and lyrical conceits would offer an immediate
coherence on first listen, only for other resonances to emerge on subsequent
hearings (84)
The concept album allows for a deeper exploration of narrative possibilities and subgenres as
opposed to albums of a shorter length. With The Downward Spiral, themes of depression, selfloathing, and destructive behavior that make up the larger concept of the album are examined
over the course of multiple tracks, allowing for a more complete bond between musician and
3

listener. Concept albums, while an important artifact of study within music, also has its roots
within the discipline of literary studies, with Mildorf and Kinzel classifying the concept album as
“functional poetry”(86) and, quoting Halbscheffel, concept albums “belong in literary studies
rather than musicology”(86). They are a form of multimodal postmodern narratives that bring the
story and lyrics into the foreground, allowing listeners to form interpretations of their symbolic
content, making concept albums increasingly relevant as literary texts.
The rise of the concept album happened in conjunction with a changing marketplace and
new musical formats, allowing records like The Downward Spiral to have more of a cultural
impact. In “Fancy Meeting You Here: Pioneers of the Concept Album,” Todd Decker explains
that in the middle of the twentieth century, “The LP initiated a long-format era in American
popular music that lasted over a half-century”(98), and after that, “The introduction of the
compact disc (CD) in the early 1980s, with its even longer playing time...advanced the postwar
bias toward long formats; for while the LP and single 45s...had previously shared the market, the
CD’s appearance caused short-format recorded products to disappear entirely”(11-12). The
medium of the LP enabled the music industry to revolve around listeners being able to take in
longer forms of music, and with the CD swiftly gaining popularity, concept albums like The
Downward Spiral were able to reach a wider audience due to the accessibility and portability of
these new forms. Decker notes that when the twenty-first century arrived, “The material
conditions of buying and listening to popular music during the long-format era encouraged (or
forced) listeners to buy popular music in bulk”(98), However, this did not last as according to
Decker, “These conditions faded rather quickly...when ubiquitous high-speed internet
connections enabled the purchase and sharing (or theft) of digital music files online”(98). When
this shift in the consumption of music occurred, many concept albums and longer forms of media
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began to fall out of favor with mass audiences. With the advent of the internet and music sharing
services, it became more convenient to download individual songs versus buying a whole album
in its entirety. Decker also says that this development “Rendered the CD, the final evolutionary
stage in recorded music’s physical form, an endangered species”(98). Concept albums with the
breadth of The Downward Spiral began to reach their peak with the CD format, and once
internet-based music consumption was brought into the fold, it rendered CD’s and LP’s out of
style.1
The Downward Spiral’s larger conceptual framework follows the trajectory of the
protagonist’s mental-health issues through three distinct phases: rejection and denial, selfdestruction and nihilistic descent, and the questioning of selfhood with a point of no return. In an
interview with Annie Zaleski and AV Club, Reznor stated that his inspiration for the concept
behind The Downward Spiral came from “An inability to relate to others, to personal
relationships, religion, to fear of disease...I wanted to address not just anger, but
tension”(Zaleski). The concept behind The Downward Spiral thus becomes a metaphor for
feeling unease over the unknown of the future. That leads to the protagonist rejecting his
previous value systems and becoming a torchbearer for nihilistic chaos. Reznor uses the shifting
worldview of the protagonist to show the tangible consequences of what nihilism can bring.
Tommy Udo from Metal Hammer comments that The Downward Spiral is:
Like a great novel in that it creates its own world, a dark and complicated one,
like Dostoyevsky’s Crime and Punishment or Melville’s Moby-Dick or Kafka’s

1

However, according to CNBC.com, in the first six months of 2021, viny sales outpaced CD sales, with
approximately 19.2 million vinyl albums being sold versus 18.9 million CD units, showing that vinyl still retains a
valuable market share of music sales. Whitten, Sarah. “Music Fans Pushed Sales of Vinyl Albums Higher.” CNBC,
13 July 2021, https://www.cnbc.com/2021/07/13/music-fans-pushed-sales-of-vinyl-albums-higher-in-first-half-of2021.html
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The Trial. A visit there is an uncomfortable and disturbing experience. It will not
make you feel happy or comforted. Yet hidden in the shadows are great truths
about the creator of the work and about you, the reader or listener to the tale.
(Udo)
What makes novels like Crime and Punishment, Moby-Dick, and The Trial so notable are
their focus on characters that experience convoluted and often dark moral and ethical dilemmas.
While they are undeniably great literary works, reading them produces feelings of discomfort
and despair. The characters’ pain and agony cause audiences to empathize with them, and the
depiction of characters like Rodion, Captain Ahab, and Joseph reveal larger truths about the
creators behind them. With The Downward Spiral, Reznor creates a world that revolves around a
protagonist who must traverse through difficult emotional territory like these other characters.
With his confessional lyrics that discuss the protagonist’s troubling feelings, listeners are forced
to confront and immerse themselves in the grim lore that Reznor builds on this album. While the
subject matter is disconcerting, the inspiration that Reznor took from literature is apparent and is
a clear picture of what Reznor wanted to achieve: an album that speaks to the innermost depths
of one’s soul.
Having a conceptual schema for his work on The Downward Spiral allowed Reznor to
introduce a sense of cohesion to the enigmatic and aggressive elements on the record. Thus,
Zaleski states it “advance[s] the notion that rather than “a collection of individual songs, The
Downward Spiral feels like a cohesive but confrontational patchwork of scabrous distortion,
manipulated found sounds, ambient electronic atmospheres, white-noise industrial beats, and
twitching synths. Arrangements have their own invented internal logic”(Zaleski). Even though
each of the songs on The Downward Spiral stand strong on their own, their aggression helped to
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make the album an artifact of organized chaos, united by a shared rationale driven by industrialinfluenced sounds. Along with Reznor’s unique approach to sound recording, the narrative
journey that The Downward Spiral takes listeners on is what makes the album influential, which
Mikal Gilmore from Rolling Stone deems a “deeply affecting story of one mans’ descent into his
own abject soul”(42). This was inspired by Reznor’s own problems with drug addiction and his
added motivation to tread down unexplored musical and lyrical territory, which further connects
The Downward Spiral to the lineage of the concept album. In Concept Albums, Gareth Shute
states that they “were a clear representation of the fact that popular musicians were beginning to
delve into more complicated musical works—using extended themes and storylines”(7-8). The
concept album seeks to move beyond the aesthetic boundaries of popular music by introducing
elements borrowed from literature. In a 1994 LA Times interview with Chris Willman, Reznor
elaborated on what he wanted to achieve with the concept The Downward Spiral, saying that he
was “interested in exploring some bleak terrain on this record...and I address some ugly things
and some desperate moments on the record, looking for consolation in perhaps the wrong
things—through religion, through sex, through empowerment, through drugs. It was things that
I’ve dealt with and still deal with at times”(2). The grim landscape that Reznor paints through his
work on The Downward Spiral was an extension of his grappling with his own trauma, with the
distinction between Reznor and the narrative persona at the center of The Downward Spiral
becoming blurred. Reznor took what was incredibly personal and married the autobiographical
with a larger thematic construction, leading to The Downward Spiral being considered a concept
album.

7

Literary Postmodernism
Literary postmodernism first emerged in the 1960s and broke away from the realism that
defined literature during the 19th century, with fragmentation and unreliable narration being
integral to the genre, leading to temporal shifts that characterize many works of this period. This
was influenced by fraught social conditions of the post-war era, which helped to breed
skepticism toward the ideology of modernism. This extended into the 70s and 80s where Jean
Francois Lyotard, according to Matthias Stephen in Defining Literary Postmodernism for the
Twenty-First Century, saw the emergence of postmodernism “in the position of the avantgarde”(14) and that it represented “a challenge to the conventions and rules laid forth for any age
through a wiping away of the rules and starting anew”(14). Lyotard saw the postmodern age as
the primary state, and that modernism was an objectification of the conventions that eventually
came to be within postmodernism and that postmodern artists surpass creative norms into
unexplored artistic territory (14). This creates a paradox as Jameson posits that postmodernism
would precede modernism and that the artists associated with the movement are still searching
for a definable set of rules and goals, which modernist artists are working in. Other philosophers
have commented on this, including Frederic Jameson, who Stephen quotes, saying that the
“commitment to the experimental and the new…determine an aesthetic that is far more closely
related to the traditional ideologies of high modernism proper than to current
postmodernisms”(14). Instead, Stephen argues that postmodernism breaks away from the
patterns of modernism and develops aesthetics with a different consciousness that helps to set
itself apart from the high modernism that Jameson speaks of.
There are several aesthetic developments that differentiate postmodernism from its
ancestors in modernism. Rather than focusing on a text as an isolated creation, many works of
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postmodern literature rely on intertextuality, or the parallel relationship that is formed from one
text to another within through various references or by adopting the style of the other work. 2One
notable example of this is Donald Barthelme’s 1967 novel Snow White, which acts as a parodic
inversion of the famous fairy tale, also featuring shifting narrative points of view from the titular
character, the dwarves, and the wicked stepmother. The use of pastiche, or combining multiple
stylistic elements that pays homage to past works and genres, is another common technique
within postmodern literature. William S. Burroughs, one of the ancestors of the movement, often
used this technique throughout his career, including his 1983 novel The Place of Dead Roads,
which takes influence from the American West and has a nonlinear narrative. 3Many of these
same techniques that these postmodern authors pioneered also influenced the genre of industrial
music, bridging an association between two different artistic mediums. In Postmodern Music,
Postmodern Listening, Jonathan Kramer states that readers and listeners can come to terms with
the engagement of postmodernism with music “once we consider it not as a historical period but
as an attitude—a current attitude that influences not only today’s compositional practices but
also how we listen to and use music from other eras”(6). While postmodernism first arose in the
mid twentieth century, its chronology does not matter as much as the attitude that it developed,
which Kramer notes has postmodern musicians embracing “conflict, contradiction”(6), which in
turn “eschewed consistency and unity”(6). This seems to go against the norms of the concept
album, which is based around a unifying theme or set of ideas, but given the time period of the

A stylistic precursor for postmodern authors in the 1960’s was the Dada movement of the 1910’s and 1920’s. First
coming to prominence in France and Switzerland, the Dadaists built their artistic values around challenging artistic
norms and the oppression of a capitalist society. Dadaists made use of a variety of mediums to promote their antibourgeois message, including live skits and spoken word performances, plays, and innovative collage and cut-up
poetry and writing. For more on the history of Dada, see Hans Richter’s Dada: Art and Anti-Art.
2

3

Burroughs also collaborated with multiple industrial musicians and bands, including Cabaret Voltaire and
Ministry, further showcasing the link between postmodern literature and the aesthetics of industrial music.
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1990’s when The Downward Spiral was released, music was dominated by radio-ready singles
that were not connected to other songs on a given album, making the medium of a concept album
revolutionary and contradicting average music industry standards.
Reznor’s creative experimentation with musical form and genre also brings a decidedly
postmodern underpinning to The Downward Spiral. Kramer cites cultural theorist David
Harvey’s The Condition of Postmodernity: An Enquiry into the Origins of Cultural Change and
explains that Harvey’s conception of postmodernism in the late 1980s is useful because he shows
that “postmodern is related from modernism but also distinguished from it—by an acceptance of
discontinuity over continuity, difference over similarity, and indeterminacy over rational
logic”(11). Differing from its modernist lineage, the stylistic conventions of The Downward
Spiral do not follow rational musical logic or continuity, and by adopting contrasting musical
genres, it “others” itself in the process. Kramer also goes on to say that postmodern composers
like Reznor “often take a loose, almost ‘playful’ approach to form, which can be seen in its
extreme eclecticism ‘anarchic’”(12), and that when playing music live “They often ‘participate’
directly in the performance of their works [and] their music is sometimes more concerned with
references to other bodies of music than with the syntax of form”(12). The rebellious approach to
recording The Downward Spiral also made its way to the performance of the songs, with Reznor
and the rest of his band taking an integral role in perpetuating anarchic chaos during their live
shows. 4Nine Inch Nails has also become known for having cover songs being a regular part of
their concert setlists, allowing Reznor to connect his work to other bodies of music. Songs like
1997’s “I’m Afraid of Americans,” originally by David Bowie, 1980’s “Dead Souls” by Joy

4

One of their most infamous performances took place at the 1994 edition of Woodstock where they played while
drenched in mud. They also experienced many technical difficulties, resulting in Reznor destroying multiple
instruments on stage.
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Division, and 1979’s “Metal” by Gary Numan pay tribute to Reznor’s artistic inspirations, but by
putting his own interpretation on these songs, Reznor undermines musical structure to create
something new. 5An occurrence like this, according to Kramer, is representative of
postmodernism since artwork belonging to this genre “Reflects many influences, some from its
past, some from its present cultural context, some from its creator’s personality, and even some
from its future (as subsequent generations come to discover or invent new ways to understand
it)”(14). The Downward Spiral is an album that encapsulates Reznor’s aesthetic influences both
from music itself and larger societal concerns. Because the album is an extension of Reznor’s
own struggles the creator has their own personality imprinted on this album, and audiences are
still finding new ways of making sense of Reznor’s writing 25 years later.

“Metal” was reportedly inspired by the science fiction work of Philip K. Dick as well as William S. Burroughs,
bolstering the connection between Nine Inch Nails and postmodern literature.
5
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Industrial Music
The industrial music genre that The Downward Spiral is influenced by has a direct
lineage with postmodernism through its critique of artistic truth and its reconfiguration of and
commentary on the crises of modernity. Alexander S. Reed notes in Assimilate: A Critical
History of Industrial Music that the original industrial ethos of the 1970s was inspired by “an
attempt to tear up plans and devise new strategies. [The industrial] process meant the rejection of
traditional methods and instrumentation. The recording studio became the most valuable writing
tool...song structures and linear arrangements were abandoned; the logocentric norm of most
contemporary music was dismissed for a sonic democracy”(xi). Following an extreme and
uncompromising ideology, the postmodern tactics of industrial music upended musical form and
took advantage of the technology around them to gain new sonic heights to their sound. With
The Downward Spiral, Reznor enfolds the audience into the dark and disturbing atmosphere of
the record by using postmodern aesthetics and transgressive lyrical themes to reveal the flaws
behind embracing universal objective truths. Industrial music adopts recording and writing
practices that undermine and critique insidious hegemonic control. The logic associated with the
genre advances the idea that if one wants to attain emancipation from the confining values placed
upon them, then the veil of illusion must be lifted via rule-breaking musical and performative
endeavors, so the brutality of the modern crisis can be revealed. Reed asserts that “When we
reveal law, we reveal external control...one idealized goal of industrial music is to expose
tyranny’s face and true nature, hoping to render revolt and systemic implosion all but
inevitable”(10-11). 6Reznor accomplishes this with the numerous metaphorical layers that he

6

For more on the history, control, and objectification of the human body under a neoliberal regime, please see
Michel Foucault’s Society Must Be Defended, a collection of his lectures at the College de France during the 1970’s,
released in 2003.
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establishes with his lyrics and filters its uncompromising nihilistic aims through a central
protagonist. The album has been instrumental in bringing postmodernism and industrial music
into mainstream artistic circles, and while it aligns itself with common maxims of this style, it
also eclipses the genre at the same time.
The creative liberties and recording practices that Reznor uses establishes the album as
one that has a uniting principle, but also relies on the postmodern tenets of conflict and
discontinuity. Kramer says that is not necessarily a mere repetition of modernism, but having
“aspects of both a break and an extension, [and] is, on some level and in some way, ironic”(9).
The Downward Spiral continues this trend by breaking away from the musical traditions of the
past, but also broadening the scope of postmodernism, building upon the ironies of the frustrating
world Reznor’s protagonist finds himself in. Kramer also notes that postmodern music “does not
respect boundaries between sonorities and procedures of the past and of the present”(9), and that
an artist like Reznor “challenges barriers between ‘high’ and ‘low’ styles, sometimes resulting in
music that can be considered of questionable taste”(9). Reznor and The Downward Spiral took
influence from the aesthetics of industrial music, but by weaving pop melodies into the album,
Reznor made something unique for the time, creating an album that blended the avant garde with
pop. What remains notable about the album and its place within postmodernism, is that,
according to Kramer, it “encompasses pluralism, and eclecticism; embraces contradictions;
distrusts binary oppositions; includes fragmentations, incongruities, discontinuities, and
indeterminacy; [and] shows disdain for the often unquestioned value of structural unity”(9).
Instead of situating his musical influences from different genres into binary categories, he blends
them together to create a literary postmodern album rife with fragmentation. Kramer also
suggests that postmodern musical works demonstrate:
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Multiple meanings and multiple temporalities; considers technology not only as a
way to preserve and transmit music but also as deeply implicated in the
production and essence of music; [and] considers music not as autonomous but as
a commodity responsive to cultural, social, economic, and political contexts. (9)
The postmodern leanings of The Downward Spiral show that technology is not just used for
technology’s sake, but to impart metaphorical and symbolic content into a musical framework.
Reznor uses his knowledge of studio recording practices like layering and the use of sampling to
aesthetically complement the larger concerns about the protagonist’s well-being. The Downward
Spiral then becomes more than just an alternative rock album, but a noteworthy postmodern
literary artifact.
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Audionarratology
Given The Downward Spiral’s status as a postmodern concept album, it is responsible in
part for ushering in a new method for looking at the relationship between music and literature in
the form of audionarratology. According to Mildorf and Kinzel, audionarratology
“inaugurates[s]...another postclassical narratology, one which takes into focus relationships
between sound and narrative or more precisely, between oral and aural forms of expression in
artistic and non-artistic media and genres and their narrative affordances, structures, and
functions”(v). The written and aural modes of expression coalesce, bringing forth a new form of
artistic expression in audionarratology and the concept album. Mildorf and Kinzel also state that
audionarratology offers a new “Sequence of sounds [that] creates a storyworld, however
indeterminate and tentative, including characters and a setting…[audionarratology] also shows
that (aural) narrative only works when recipients try to make sense of what they hear, filling in
the missing information by making assumptions and drawing inferences''(11). Through the wideranging sound of The Downward Spiral, Reznor can create a larger story that unpacks the
emotional and mental fragility of the protagonist and the unforgiving and nihilistic world he
finds himself in. Audionarratology is a beneficial tool for understanding The Downward Spiral
because it allows audiences to see the album as a form of meaning making which enables critical
thinking and focused, sustained close reading, which are familiar to the literary genre. Despite
the literariness of The Downward Spiral, Mildorf and Kinzel state, “the aural dimension is often
neglected by literary critics”(20), meaning that musical works are often overlooked by literary
critics. However, Mildorf and Kinzel reference C.S. Lewis’ commentary on the nature of literary
criticism in the early 1960s and say that Lewis noted that “Disregarding the sound of a literary
work leads to a failure of understanding it, especially if one considers that ‘the sound is not
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merely superadded pleasure, though it may be that too, but part of the compulsion [to guide us
into every cranny of a character’s mind]’”(20). If one does not consider the tonality and sound of
what they are reading, then they will not be able to come to a full understanding of the message
behind the work. Sound is a vital component to the narrative of The Downward Spiral and acts as
a conduit for bringing listeners into the mind of Reznor’s protagonist and connecting it to the
larger field of audionarratology.
The subversive recording practices employed on the record also further connects it to the
larger canon of postmodernism. Reznor used standard industrial composition techniques like
synthesizers and sequencers, but Adam Steiner, author of Into the Never: Nine Inch Nails and the
Creation of The Downward Spiral, maintains that this application of technology on Reznor’s part
is more about how it “manipulate[s] and subvert[s] our expectations of what music can be”(23),” and with his unorthodox methods for creating The Downward Spiral, he “others”
unconventional recording techniques, making them sound organic and human, and using that to
“express and make empathetic human experiences of pain and suffering, without crushing the
life and soul out of it”(3). Through his expertise with technology and recording, Reznor alters the
standards of both underground and popular music to make a piece of literary art that was meant
to be listened to as a self-contained whole, much like how a reader consumes a novel. A key
thread that speaks to the concept album as a literary genre is the use of the collage technique.
This is evident in Reznor’s unique sound design style, which Steiner states as producing a
“complete non-image, direct but various, that still evokes feelings but remains inexplicable as
anything but itself”(4). The sound on The Downward Spiral is elusive and inextricable from
itself when joined with the emotions that the lyrics instill within the listener. Yet, the album does
not relent from its assault on the audience and forces them to engage with the sentiments that the
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album is trying to impart on them. Much of the production work on The Downward Spiral took
place using computers, and one of the most frequent methods that Reznor employed is when he
had a semi-complete track recorded, he would change and reconfigure their frequency to produce
an altered sound, which would then get re-recorded on analog tape. Adrian Belew played guitar
on the opening track “Mr. Self Destruct,” while Reznor recorded all the other guitar parts on the
album along with sampling fragments from other guitar tracks, later reprocessing them so he
could attain more spontaneity and unpredictability to the sound of the album. 7The Downward
Spiral does display Reznor’s ambition to strive for technical excellence, but underneath the
impenetrable auditory surface of the album, there is chaos and disorder, which makes what
seems inhuman, human.

7

A multi-instrumentalist, primarily known for his guitar playing, previously working with King Crimson and David
Bowie, both key influences on Reznor. Belew also collaborated with Reznor on Nine Inch Nails’ 1999 album The
Fragile as well as 2008’s Ghosts I-IV and 2013’s Hesitation Marks. Belew was originally slated to be the live
guitarist for Nine Inch Nails 2013-2014 Hesitation Marks tour, but later dropped out.
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Close Reading of The Downward Spiral: “Mr. Self Destruct”
The Downward Spiral is unique in the fact that it is intensely personal concept album,
with poetic leanings drawn from Reznor’s internal struggles, but it is coupled with critical
examinations of how religion, sex, violence, and conformity have come to shape the postmodern
landscape of the 90s. This is evident from the first track of the album, “Mr. Self Destruct,” which
establishes the album’s vicious tone. “Mr. Self Destruct” introduces Reznor’s narrative persona,
with Reznor originally writing the song as a poem before he recorded the demo version of the
song proper. It is also where the postmodern aesthetics associated with industrial music are most
at play, with the song starting with a sample from the 1971 George Lucas film THX 1138, before
immediately shifting into Reznor’s vocals, which are buried underneath the chaotic
instrumentation and furied tempo. The lyrics of “Mr. Self Destruct” are noteworthy because they
involve constant repetition and the maintaining of a first-person narrative voice, seen in the first
verse of the song:
I am the voice inside your head (and I control you)
I am the lover in your bed (and I control you)
I am the sex that you provide (and I control you)
I am the hate you try to hide (and I control you) (0:24-0:42)
The voice inside the head of the protagonist is a damaging force that compels him to give in to
dangerous behavior that will further lead him down the path of self-loathing and hatred. The first
verse of the song also evokes the powerful urges of sex and addiction that the protagonist faces
head on. The voice that calls out to the protagonist taunts him in a call and response dialogue,
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saying that he has no willpower or means that he can use to overtake these feelings that are
building inside of him.
The chorus of “Mr. Self Destruct” continues the theme of postmodern alienation that is a
recurring thread throughout the record. The protagonist becomes the spectator of his own pain,
which Steiner mentions as having “a strong history throughout classical and modern narratives,
where individuals wrestle with being exposed to painful realizations as a form of punishment and
self-flagellation”(22). 8The voice that speaks to the protagonist makes him confront the part of
his personality that tortures himself in hedonistic despair, which is encapsulated in the chorus of
the song: “I take you where you want to go/I give you all you need to know/I drag you down, I
use you up/Mr. Self Destruct”(0:43-1:00).The protagonist fixates on self-destruction and the
chorus also alludes to drug use, which is another element that increases the autobiographical
nature of the album as Reznor started to battle with drug addiction following his band’s newly
found success going into the production of The Downward Spiral.9 This is continued two verses
later as the voice tells the protagonist via Reznor’s hushed tones “I am the needle in your vein/I
am the high you can't sustain/I am the pusher, I'm a whore/I am the need you have for
more”(2:24-2:41). This verse tackles the protagonist’s drive toward drug use in a more
confrontational manner than the chorus, as it is becoming an increasing problem for him that he
must come up against. The addiction Mr. Self Destruct feels goes beyond himself and it is never
fully satisfied, leading to his demise.

8

Gina Gionfriddo discusses the influence of religion, gothic literature, romantic poetry, and psychoanalysis on
Reznor’s discography in their article “Radcliffe, Shelley, Freud, Reznor” for The Believer. Gionfriddo, Gina.
“Radcliffe, Shelley, Freud, Reznor.” The Believer, I June 2017, https://believermag.com/radcliffe-shelley-freudreznor/
9 In Willman’s article, Reznor also states “…I address some ugly things and some desperate moments on the record,
looking for consolation in perhaps the wrong things—through religion, through sex, through empowerment, through
drugs. It was things I’ve dealt with and still deal with at times…I think I kick into self-destructive mode once in a
while”(2).

19

The song “Mr. Self Destruct” reinforces The Downward Spiral being labeled as a
postmodern concept album because of its critique against the religious institution of Christianity.
In the verse that comes before the second usage of the chorus, Reznor sings “I speak religion's
message clear (and I control you)/I am denial guilt and fear (and I control you)/I am the prayers
of the naive (and I control you)/I am the lie that you believe (and I control you)”(1:05-1:24). The
voice is portraying itself to the protagonist as someone who carries the message of religious truth
to him, using that knowledge to further corrupt him. The protagonist is already feeling at odds
with the world around him, and the voice taunts him even more, and he is governed by
overwhelming feelings of guilt and fear that he cannot get past. 10Reznor uses the mysterious
voice to critique the institution of organized religion, referring to people such as the protagonist
as ones that blindly follow the naive message(s) that religion brings to the masses. The last line
of this verse has the voice encompassing the larger body of religion, but also something more
than that: the lies that the protagonist tells himself to make him believe that he is shameful and
not worthy to continue his own life, leading to his own personal downward spiral.
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Postmodern Parallels: Fight Club and David Foster Wallace
The fractured relationship between the protagonist in The Downward Spiral and the
demonic voice that speaks to him in “Mr. Self Destruct” bears resemblance to one of the most
notable works of postmodernism: Chuck Palahniuk’s 1996 novel Fight Club. Existential and
nihilistic despair plague the narrators of both works, so much so that the narrator of Fight Club
develops an alternative personality in Tyler Durden and tries to seek solace in the organization
Project Mayhem that he creates. Trent Reznor has described The Downward Spiral in an
interview with Alan Di Perna and Guitar World in 1994 as an exploration of “honesty and
nakedness in emotion”(Di Perna) and that the album “looks at certain vices as being ways of
trying to dull the pain of what the person is hiding”(Di Perna). The album acts as a reflection into
the deepest parts of the protagonist’s being and how his self-destructive behavior has masked the
agony through which he is suffering. Palahniuk himself confirmed in a tweet that “‘Fight Club’
was mostly written with The Downward Spiral playing on repeat in the
background”(@chuckpalahniuk), showing that he was tuned into the bleak, emotional landscape
that Reznor created with the record, using it as inspiration for his own writing. As both the album
and the novel begin, audiences are immediately transported into the damaged mind of the
narrators, with “Mr. Self Destruct” setting the scene for the conflict between the narrators and
the deceptive voices they hear. While the narrator of Fight Club does not come to full awareness
of just how much power Tyler Durden holds over him until later on in the events of the novel,
the lyrics of The Downward Spiral creates a vivid parallel to the influence of Durden, especially
in the song “The Becoming,” which has Reznor singing “It’s a part of me/ It’s inside of me/ I’m
stuck in this dream/ It’s changing me”(0:47-0:57). Durden, like the darkness entering Reznor’s

21

protagonist’s mind, is clouding all the narrator’s thoughts and creating an unstable environment
where he has free reign, with the narrator even stating that “Tyler had been around a long time
before we met”(Palahniuk 30). The emergence of Durden into the narrator’s mind mirrors his
discontent with the corporatization of society and the way materialism and superficiality has
been a guiding force for so many; so much so that the narrator burns down his own
condominium so he can escape being a slave to consumption, with Tyler explaining “Disaster is
a natural part of my evolution…toward tragedy and destruction”(110). The track “March of the
Pigs'' echoes the dissatisfaction of the narrator of Fight Club, with Reznor furiously shouting
“Don’t like the look of it/ Don’t like the taste of it/ Don’t like the smell of it/ I want to watch it
come down”(0:45-0:52). Reznor’s protagonist is frustrated with the amount of corporate
authority and influence, wishing for it all to crumble. Self-harm and the act of abusing oneself is
a common thread between both, with Fight Club’s narrator willingly submitting himself to the
violence as part of the fight club that he leads, empathetically stating “You aren’t alive anywhere
like you’re alive at Fight Club”(51) . Reznor’s narrator instigates self-violence as well, as
described in the tracks “The Becoming” and “Ruiner,” where he refers to the voice inside his
head giving him a “perfect ring of scars”(2:34-2:37), and that “He’s covered with scabs/ He is
broken and sore”(1:07-1:12). Self-inflicted violence as a means of achieving transcendence and a
higher truth becomes a way for both protagonists to reconcile their personal struggles.
The ending of Fight Club has the narrator’s survival instilling aspirations of hope, like
the ending of The Downward Spiral with the closing track “Hurt,” the narrator’s fate remains
ambiguous, showing that both of their journeys dealing with pain are never-ending. After his
unsuccessful suicide attempt, the narrator of Fight Club ends up waking up in a mental hospital.
Hospital employees eventually bring him to his senses and reveal that they are members of
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Project Mayhem, who intend to continue Tyler’s work. Meanwhile, in “Hurt,” Reznor’s
protagonist questions himself by asking “What have I become?”(1:37-1:41) and expresses doubt
about his future and speaks about what he would change, saying “If I could start again/A million
miles away/I would keep myself/I would find a way”(4:13-4:35). The protagonist has regret over
losing himself , and now that he is too far gone, there is no way to reclaim his selfhood. While
Fight Club had two sequel comic book series’ (Fight Club 2 and Fight Club 3), for Reznor’s
protagonist, the listener does not know if he can truly achieve the change that he so desperately
wants for himself. The open-endedness of both Fight Club’s narrator and the protagonist of The
Downward Spiral journeys suggest that their stories are presented as mobius strips: circular and
never ending. Their spirals of chaos and disorder will continue since both narrators are haunted
by vices and personal crises that are hard to maintain control over.
Writer David Foster Wallace’s contributions to the genres of postmodern literature and
cultural criticism in the 1980s and 90s provides a valuable touchstone for understanding The
Downward Spiral’s status within the genre. They shed a light on the postmodern mind of
Reznor’s protagonist, allowing listeners to understand Reznor’s writing choices and inspirations
when it comes to the crafting of the narrative for The Downward Spiral. This is due to Wallace’s
focus on the relationships between fragmentation and the human mind, as well as the
disillusionment of human existence and the way that media shapes one’s consumption of
literature. His 1996 nonfiction collection A Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never Do Again contains
one his most lauded essays, “E Unibus Pluram,” a dissection of television’s impact on literature
as well as an analysis of postmodern literary theory. One insight that Wallace brings is the
loneliness that television watching provides for the viewer, with Wallace noting “Television
looks to be an absolute godsend for a human subspecies that loves to watch people but hates to
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be watched itself...the lonely, like the fictive, love one-way watching”(22) and that “Lonely
people tend rather to be lonely because they decline to bear the psychic costs of being around
other humans. They are allergic to people. People affect them too strongly”(22-23). The evergrowing influence of media and institutional frameworks on citizens is a common target of
Reznor’s throughout The Downward Spiral, most prominently on “March of the Pigs.”
Participating in an activity like television watching is supposed to be a shared experience, but
there is a divide that occurs between the spectator and spectacle that increases the feeling of
loneliness. Reznor’s protagonist has felt so much pain that he has tried to turn to sources like
religion and sex in order to quell what he feels internally, which the listener has a firsthand
account of in “Heresy,” “Closer,” and “Reptile,” however, it only causes him to want to shut
himself off from the rest of the world because being around others is too much to bear.
The illusory reality of television watching and the fine line between viewing and
voyeurism is a notable part of Wallace’s commentary in “E Unibus Pluram,” and adds a thematic
link to the skepticism that Reznor’s protagonist feels. According to Wallace, when we choose to
take part in the act of watching someone else on television and the actor’s role in perpetuating
the illusion without acknowledging the audience, we are complicit as well. Wallace states:
We choose to ignore them. They are part of the disbelief we suspend. But it’s an
awfully heavy load to hoist aloft...illusions of voyeurism and privileged access
require serious complicity from the viewer. How can we be made so willingly to
acquiesce to the delusion that the people on the TV don’t know they’re being
watched, to the fantasy that we’re somehow transcending privacy and feeding on
unself-conscious human activity...This illusion is toxic. It’s toxic for lonely
people because it sets up an alienating cycle. (24-26)
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Reznor’s protagonist has had to put up a counterfeit impression of being un-self-conscious, but
the illusion starts to break for him. He sees everything for what it is: corrupt and unethical. This
creates a toxic sense of self for the protagonist, which alienates him. Wallace specifically cites a
1990 issue of the New York Times where he notices the full litany of shallow commentary from
critics on the pervasiveness of television and notes that there is a “weary contempt for television
as a creative product and and cultural force, combined with beady-eyed fascination about the
actual behind-the-glass mechanics of making the product and projecting that force”(26).
Wallace’s critique falls in line with postmodern thought in that he provides criticism toward past
systems of knowledge and the increasing commodification of television as a product and
corruptive force. This assists in understanding the motives of Reznor’s protagonist as tracks like
“Heresy,” “Piggy,” and “March of the Pigs”show his increasingly skepticism toward religion as
a cultural force, which he sees as misleading others and turning them into mindless followers,
like how Wallace posits 1990s commentary on television.
Wallace connects the developing ubiquity of television to its ironic effect on fiction
writing and our own consciousness. He explains “The nexus where television and fiction
converse and consort is self-conscious irony...and irony is important for understanding TV
because ‘TV,’ now that it’s gotten powerful enough to move from an acronym to way of life,
revolves off just the sorts of absurd contradictions irony’s all about exposing”(35). Being aware
of the intertwined nature of media formats like television with fiction writing is its own kind of
irony due to our culpability in television maintaining its powerful influence, which is exactly
what Wallace is critiquing. Media, as Wallace explains it, has a large influence, so much so that
it has become a way of life for writers and society alike and has drastically shaped our thinking,
turning us into the “pigs” that Reznor’s protagonist explicitly mentions throughout The
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Downward Spiral. The record exposes the contradictions that Wallace points out through the
journey of the protagonist and his process of “becoming.” Wallace associates the irony
associated with television and writing to the loneliness that it instills within listeners, saying that
the irony in television comes from its “syncretic, homogenizing force that derives much of its
power from diversity and various affirmations thereof”(35), and that its irony comes from the
fact that “an extremely canny and unattractive self-consciousness is necessary to create TV
performers’ illusion of unconscious appeal. That products presented as helping you express
individuality can afford to be advertised on television only because they sell to enormous
numbers of people”(35). Given that television is supposed to be a representation of multiple
diverse voices, it remains ironic and disheartening that what appears on screens is a
homogenized and inaccurate depiction of society, something that still plagues the media
landscape of 2021. People appearing on television screens must suspend and let go of a part of
themselves to sell this televisual reality to the masses. A hierarchy placed on personal image and
attaining individuality exists because since it is advertised on television, it is worth buying into.
However, because countless people are buying into the images and products that are sold to them
on television, there is an erasure of that individuality that so many people want to have, which is
what happens to the protagonist of The Downward Spiral as he is insecure about his identity.
One of the ways in which television and irony work so well together, Wallace says, is
because of the juxtaposition between sound and what is being seen on the screen, with one
medium undermining the other and creating a drive toward destructive addiction (35). This is
most apparent in The Downward Spiral’s fan-favorite track “Closer.” The track, which details
the protagonist’s descent into self-hatred and depression, makes use of radio-friendly hooks, a
disco-pop oriented sound, and catchy lyrics to undercut the overt lustful sexual imagery that the
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song and its music video evokes. 11Many shots in the music video are sexually explicit in nature,
such as Reznor wearing fetish gear and being blindfolded and gagged while being hung from a
ceiling on chains, as well as a nude woman wearing a crucifix mask.12While the sexual imagery
in the video is an extension of the protagonist’s yearning for sadomasochistic self-punishment, it
also obscures the underlying emotion that has led the protagonist to this type of behavior in the
first place: depression and abjection. “Closer” and its music video then becomes a tale about the
protagonist’s isolation and loneliness, which is disguised as an anthem about sex and lust,
making the picture juxtapose Reznor’s lyrics. Wallace explains that the addiction that the
protagonist has to this type of behavior as witnessed in the “Closer” video is exacerbated if
“one’s relationship to it lies on that downward-sloping continuum between liking it a bit too
much and really needing it...something is malignantly addictive if (1) it causes real problems for
the addict, and (2) it offers itself as a relief from the very problems it causes”(38) and that “A
malignant addiction is also distinguished for spreading the problems of the addiction put out and
in in interference patterns, creating difficulties for relationships, communities, and the addicts
very sense of self and spirit”(38). This encapsulates the protagonist’s relationship to selfdestructive sexual behavior as the protagonist finds himself in the precarious position of liking
sex and using it as an addictive coping mechanism. Sexual activity becomes malignantly
addictive for the protagonist as it provides no lasting relief for his pain.
The protagonist’s addiction to other unhealthy forms of enduring suffering causes him to
be divorced from humanity and the bond he wants to have with others. This puts the protagonist
in an unstable frame of mind, which Wallace explains as being problematic because “The less

11

The music video, led by noteworthy director Mark Romanek, has a concept inspired by old stag films, with the
aesthetics and imagery of the video being influenced by surrealist painters Francis Bacon and Man Ray.
12 This led to a censored version of the video being aired on MTV.
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time spent in the world of real human beings, and the less time spent in the real human world, the
harder it becomes not to feel inadequate to the tasks involved in being part of the world, thus
fundamentally apart from it, alienated from it, solipsistic, lonely”(38). Because the protagonist’s
journey has led him down a path that turns him into an abject figure separate from the rest of the
world, it leads him to harbor feelings of inadequacy when comparing himself to others around
him, which listeners can hear in the tracks that come later in the album like “I Do Not Want
This,” “The Downward Spiral” and “Hurt.” Although tracks like “Hurt '' showcase eagerness
from the protagonist to rid himself of his demons, he is destined to live a life of loneliness
because of his past actions. Then, with his malignant addictions to sex and drugs, the protagonist,
according to Wallace, might feel compelled to “view psuedorelationships...as acceptable
alternatives to relationships with real people”(38), and the protagonist would then “have
commensurately less conscious incentive even to try to connect with real 3-D persons,
connections that seem pretty important to basic mental health”(38-39). While Wallace was
considering the relationship between television viewers and the characters they see portrayed on
television, this also extends to the connections that Reznor’s protagonist tries to bridge to the
social world. Given his single-minded nihilistic and egomaniacal descent into chaos, as the
narrative and emotional journey of The Downward Spiral moves forward, the protagonist
appears to have less of a personal stake and incentive to foster the few relationships he used to
have to the outside world, which causes his further mental decline.
Wallace’s observations on the expanding influence of television have relevance when
understanding the mentality of Reznor’s protagonist, and Wallace’s discussions of what he
deems “image-fiction” is also beneficial for understanding The Downward Spiral and its
standing within the postmodern genre. Wallace describes image-fiction as being:
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A further involution of the relations between lit and pop that blossomed with the
‘60s postmodernists. If the postmodern church fathers found pop images valid
referents and symbols in fiction, and if in the ‘70s and early ‘80s this appeal to the
features of mass culture shifted from use to mention...the new Fiction of Image
uses the transient myths of popular culture as a world in which to imagine fictions
about ‘real,’ albeit pop-mediated, characters. (50)
The Downward Spiral and its lyrical content foresee a societal landscape that arises from the
wake of postmodernity and its critiques of universality and religious and social progress. The
album makes multiple references through its music videos and lyrics to pop culture that
substantiate it as not just a legitimate piece of art, but literature, adding it to its validity within
postmodernism as a work that aligns itself with ontological concerns.13The Downward Spiral
employs these myths of pop culture to create its own world that has a protagonist that deals with
real world issues. Wallace then goes on to state that this type of image fiction is not just what he
deems a “neo-postmodern technique,”(51) but something that has a “genuine socio-artistic
agenda. The Fiction of Image is not just a use or mention of televisual culture but an actual
response to it, an effort to impose some sort of accountability on a state of affairs in which more
Americans get their news from television than from newspapers”(51). While The Downward
Spiral is a concept album that delivers postmodern innovation through its lyrical and recording
techniques, Reznor uses the narrative content to call attention to larger issues. The Downward
Spiral as image fiction responds to societal concerns like the corruption of religion as well as
systemic violence to bring them to light and to call for accountability.

“Closer” is the best example of this, featuring visual references to Joel-Peter Witkin, George Tooker, and Francis
Bacon.
13
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“Piggy” and Nihilism
While listeners are offered a brief reprieve from the aggression of “Mr. Self Destruct” in
the form of “Piggy,” the song continues The Downward Spiral’s narrative of a protagonist that is
broken down and left to pick up the pieces. At this point in The Downward Spiral, Reznor’s
protagonist is undergoing an emotional tug of war, with the walls he has built up around himself
slowly disintegrating, which can clearly be seen in Reznor’s vocal delivery, with Steiner
observing that it sounds “dejected; he sings softly, sleepwalking his way through words. We hear
the narrator pining for a relationship that has broken down, the voice hinting at a mixture of
regret and grudging acceptance”(35). The despondent way Reznor sings is akin to the stylings of
the Romantic poets, including Samuel Taylor Coleridge. His 1802 poem “Dejection, an Ode''
demonstrates the same lyrical ingenuity as Reznor as well as a focus on mental-health struggles,
with Coleridge writing:
Hence, viper thoughts, that coil around my mind,
Reality's dark dream!
I turn from you, and listen to the wind,
Which long has raved unnoticed. What a scream
Of agony by torture lengthened out
That lute sent forth! (Coleridge lines 94-99)
Coleridge, like the protagonist of The Downward Spiral, is tortured by endless thoughts that
consume him, darkening his reality and world view. Both the protagonist and Coleridge try to
turn to other sources of inspiration which they have previously ignored. But no matter what, a
path out of their misery seems to be elusive, thus keeping them in this state of despair.
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“Piggy” is also a critical track because it helps to bridge a connection between the
romantic, emotional outpourings of Reznor with a prominent literary presence. One of the most
significant instances of this is the way that Reznor apostrophizes his lyrical address to the
“Piggy” figure that is at the heart of the song, with Reznor singing “Hey pig/Yeah you/Hey pig
piggy pig pig pig/All of my fears came true/Black and blue and broken bones you left me here
I'm all alone/My little piggy needed something new”(0:01-0:42). Reznor directly interacts with
this mysterious “Piggy” figure, confessing that he feels broken as a result of being a part of this
doomed relationship, claiming that as soon as “Piggy” wanted to experience something new,
they deserted the protagonist. “Piggy” can represent a sense of both longing for a bond that has
been forever broken, as well as betrayal. While this song could serve as a way for the
protagonist, and by extension Reznor, to come to terms with past actions, there is caustic
dialogue with the “Piggy” figure, which makes one wonder whether the protagonist is sincere
with what they are saying.
“Piggy” is one of the more simplistic songs on The Downward Spiral due to its use of
repetition, and it is where the dualistic concept of the album comes to the forefront, playing a
critical role in the protagonist’s developing apathy. The repetitive inner dialogue and the
alternating feelings of apathy and empowerment create a rich thematic association with a larger
canon of literature. The second half of the first verse has Reznor lackadaisically repeating the
lines “Nothing can stop me now/I don't care anymore”(0:45-1:12) four times. These lines
indicate that the protagonist does not want to be held back by the past anymore. Steiner also
makes an important observation that these particular lines “establishes the album’s core theme of
control as a form of resistance”(37) and with these lines recurring in other songs on the album,
including “Ruiner” and “Big Man With a Gun,” “Piggy” also indicates the frustration the
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protagonist feels at the way the world has been governed by hegemonic institutional
control.14The phrase “Nothing can stop me now”(0:45-0:47) symbolizes the protagonist lashing
out, showcasing his nihilism. The song sets the groundwork for the larger theoretical struggle
between modernism and postmodernism, with Steiner saying that this imperative of the
protagonist comes when he finds that there “is no fixed meaning or higher authority in the
universe”(37). The fury that the protagonist feels is fueled by an overall skepticism toward
religion, and the reaction is facilitated by the instrumentation, with a thick, plodding bassline
carrying the weight of the protagonist and his alienation. His lack of care for himself and others
indicates his breaking away from society, and instead, into nihilism.15 Despite this, in the last
verse of the song, Reznor’s protagonist offers up a moment of vulnerability, where he
acknowledges that he is personally responsible for his fate and the situation he has found himself
in, by saying “Hey pig/ Nothing's turning out the way I planned/Hey pig/There's a lot of things I
hoped you could help me understand/What am I supposed to do I lost my shit because of
you”(1:14-1:50). This moment in the song presents a further instance of the binary function of
the album in that in one moment, through the frail and grief-filled vocal delivery on the part of
Reznor, the protagonist becomes open and exposed to this emotional hurt he has undergone,
forming a contrast to the defiant and taunting lyrics from earlier in the song. “Piggy” shows that
there is a danger to forming relationships, whether it is with another person or a larger
institutional structure like religion, because you are allowing yourself to be open to being hurt.

The phrase “Nothing can stop me now” also appears on other albums beyond The Downward Spiral in Reznor’s
discography, including The Fragile and 2005’s With Teeth.
14

A fitting literary comparison to the protagonist’s trajectory of The Downward Spiral is Dante Alighieri’s Divine
Comedy, notable for depicting Dante’s soul as he traverses through hell, purgatory, and heaven.
15
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“Heresy” and Religious Skepticism
The third track on The Downward Spiral, “Heresy,” continues the protagonist’s
conversion narrative, echoing the late 1800s work of existential theorist Friedrich Nietzsche and
their disillusionment with religion and morality. The protagonist rejects all absolute truths and
certainties, with religion being his main target in “Heresy. “The protagonist is skeptical about the
omnipresence of God and what his role truly means in the postmodern landscape of the 90s,
which is captured in the first verse of the song, with Reznor’s distorted vocals singing “He sewed
his eyes shut because he is afraid to see/He tries to tell me what I put inside of me/He got the
answers to ease my curiosity/He dreamed a god up and called it Christianity”(0:17-0:49). Reznor
uses the protagonist to critique how Christianity is effectively pushed onto religious followers to
manipulate and control them. The chorus of “Heresy” also explores the protagonist’s discontent
with the ubiquitous presence of God. Reznor’s screaming vocals exclaim “God is dead/And no
one cares/If there is a hell/I'll see you there”(0:50-1:05). Reznor makes an explicit reference to
Friedrich Nietzsche’s infamous declaration “God is dead,” with Reznor’s protagonist acting as a
skeptical, postmodern prophet critiquing the message of servitude that religious institutions
instill within their followers.16This directly follows Nietzsche’s assertion in The Dawn from The
Portable Nietzsche Reader that “Submission to morality can be slavish or vain or selfish or
reigned or obtusely enthusiastic or an act of desperation...in itself it is nothing moral. To accept a
faith just because it is customary, means to be dishonest, be cowardly, to be lazy”(81). In both
the protagonist and Nietzsche’s points of view, blindly following a higher moral order does not
prove anything and just proves one’s weakness. This also helps to explain the implications of
Nietzsche’s maxim “God is dead. God remains dead. And we have killed him”(95) from The

16

This phrase from Nietzsche first appeared in his 1882 publication The Gay Science.
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Portable Nietzsche Reader. Since followers treat God as an all-knowing force, they excuse acts
of human cruelty that occur as an act of God or punishment for our sins versus acknowledging
the inherent hypocrisy with human existence. The chorus of “Heresy” places God as a false
prophet, and in the second verse, Reznor’s harsh, biting vocals singing “He flexed his muscles to
keep his flock of sheep in line/He made a virus that would kill off all the swine/His perfect
kingdom of killing, suffering and pain/Demands devotion atrocities done in his name”(1:241:56) This showcases the protagonist’s anti-Christian beliefs, where he likens followers of God
as mindless sheep that have become corrupted by God’s religious indoctrination. The reason
God’s strength has proven to be so strong is because he governs by fear and if followers step out
of line in any way, vicious atrocities will be conducted in his name. Unwavering obedience to
God ensures that followers do not deviate from Christian beliefs and allows them to carry a sense
of false nobility, creating a herd mentality.
“Heresy” is an inquiry into the hierarchy that God creates by turning his followers into
prey who are rendered submissive to his forces. The attack that Reznor poses on God takes a
paradoxical turn when the protagonist develops a delusional god complex, echoing Nietzsche’s
Zarathustra. With the protagonist’s logic, when God is “dead,” man can then rise to become his
equivalent. This is borne out of a desire to break free from being one of God’s oppressed people,
becoming a master of his own fate. Steiner quotes Musician Magazine and makes an apt
comparison when they liken Reznor’s narrator to “the suffering Job crossed with the raging
Jeremiah, tearing down the false in a desperate, oddly confident search for higher reconciling
truths”(49). The protagonist has a goal of rejecting morality as being hypocritical. He is willing
to go the distance to prove his point and justifies it, according to Steiner, by portraying hell as
not a physical place on Earth, but a metaphysical state of torment that his heresy will take him to
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(53). In a state of constant conflict because of the inherent religious skepticism he sees, he loses
faith in the world around him. But with a now empty slate in front of him, it raises the question
of how and why things can improve if nihilism and emptiness is something that the protagonist
must grapple with.
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“March of the Pigs” and Alienation
The dichotomy of fighting against a higher authoritative system while simultaneously
being a victim of the same forces is continued in “March of the Pigs.” It remains one of the most
unusual songs in Nine Inch Nails’ discography because of its time signature and alternating time
meter in the verses. The frenzied arrangement of the song is matched by Reznor’s shouting
vocal delivery, stating in the first verse “Step right up, march, push/ Crawl right up on your
knees/Please greed feed (no time to hesitate)”(0:25-0:38) The titular “pigs” are portrayed as
desperate and gullible victims, but with the first line of the verse, can also be considered as
aggressive pursuers of a higher truth. For the listener, they are given little reprieve and time to
contemplate the implications of what Reznor is singing as they are met with an onslaught of
drums and guitar. It advances the ideas of isolation and separation, which can be clearly seen
when one thinks about the song in a live setting. The “pigs” are the audience, and when reacting
to the music and stimuli around them, they adopt a system based around the paradox of
organized chaos. The track also uses this chaos to enforce order, with the titular march becoming
a disorderly response driving the different bodies, moving with their own momentum until
everyone starts to form a continuous flow, resembling a herd mentality.
Focusing on the lyrical composition, Reznor uses the literary technique of
anthropomorphism prominently in this track as well as the previously mentioned “Piggy,” as
well as “Reptile.” The connotation of “pigs'' and the mention of' “sheep”(1:30) in “Heresy''
continues the album’s narrative of followers being coerced into certain belief systems. Through
their gullibility and ignorance, they are complicit in their own downfall. In the next verse, the
frustration that Reznor’s protagonist feels becomes clear:
I want a little bit
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I want a piece of it
I think he's losing it
I want to watch it come down
Don't like the look of it
Don't like the taste of it
Don't like the smell of it
I want to watch it come down. (0:39-0:52)
The protagonist feels outside of the herd and fueled by his nihilistic aims, wants to see it all
collapse. This creates an inner conflict for the protagonist because he wants to be better than the
others, but he still wants to feel included. The target of the protagonist’s attack is the pig as a
status symbol, which Steiner expands upon by saying “The pig is a creature of mixed status,
valued and derided in equal measure. Their literal fleshiness makes them an easy target for
abuse, which is consistent with The Downward Spiral’s exploration of the body as horror and an
object of self-disgust”(64). Pigs are seen as crucial components of both the social world and the
economy, and they are born only to achieve one end, with the protagonist not wanting to be
lowered to their inferior status.
The elements of low social status combined with the physicality of these piggish bodies
coordinates well with “March of the Pigs” imagery, with Reznor placing special significance on
the senses of smell and taste, but also the vices of obsession and addiction. The chorus of the
song has Reznor softly singing “All the pigs are all lined up/ I give you all that you want/Take
the skin and peel it back/Now doesn't that make you feel better”(1:06-1:20)? This moment in the
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song contrasts the beginning of the track as it segues into a piano breakdown, providing a
stylistic juxtaposition. It also highlights one of The Downward Spiral’s main themes of addiction
as the protagonist is willing to give himself up to whatever “you” wants. While “you” is
commonly used in the second person, with the autobiographical conceit of the album, the usage
of “you” can be considered as the narrator addressing himself and the ease in which he gives into
his addictions. The mention of the peeling and destroying skin also gives insight into the
protagonist’s mental health as he has a preoccupation with obsession. The shedding and peeling
of skin also point to the superficiality that the protagonist sees in the religious beliefs people
around him hold. Peeling back the layers of skin and the pleasure that comes from it can also
represent a transformation for the protagonist, which is something he thinks others cannot
achieve if they choose to give themselves to the false security in their belief systems.
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“Closer,” Addiction, and Objectification
Cementing Reznor’s status as a cultural icon is “Closer,” Nine Inch Nails most popular
track, infamous for its sexually suggestive lyrics which display the protagonist’s gravitation
toward sadomasochistic behavior as a form of coping. “Closer” also remains one of Nine Inch
Nails’ most misunderstood songs, as many listeners classify it as an anthem about sex, but
“Closer” reaffirms The Downward Spiral’s literary value as a concept album primarily due to
how the song explores the protagonist’s struggle with desire. In Daphne Carr’s 2011 book Pretty
Hate Machine from the 33 1⁄3 series, she conducts personal interviews with Nine Inch Nails fans
from Ohio. 17Greg, a 28-year-old fan from Youngstown, Ohio talks about why he was so drawn
to Reznor’s music, explaining “Trent presents desire in a more masochistic way...Trent has a
mournful afterthought in his lyrics—there’s definitely some sort of guilt there...Betrayal is a big
component...I think Trent isn’t necessarily saying that trust is immoral, but maybe that he
“sinned” against himself by trusting”(97-98). Greg’s remarks about desire, guilt, trust, and
betrayal are crucial components of “Closer” as we see the protagonist at a new low. He is willing
to degrade himself and hurt himself in order to feel something other than worthlessness, which is
why he turns to sexual activity as an outlet, seen in the first verse of the song where he says
“You let me violate you/You let me desecrate you/You let me penetrate you/You let me
complicate you”(0:21-0:40). The protagonist is addressing an unknown person here, but both
parties are confronting their basest desires and their unleashing of self-hatred.
An aspect of “Closer” that helps it become more than its sex-anthem stereotype is the
relatability of the protagonist as a character. In the pre-chorus, with sultry doo-wop style vocals,

17

Ohio was an integral for Reznor’s career trajectory as it is where Nine Inch Nails started to pay their first shows.
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Reznor sings “(Help me)I broke apart my insides/(Help me) I've got no soul to sell/(Help me) the
only thing that works for me/Help me get away from myself”(0:43-1:01). Reznor creates a
stylistic opposition with “Closer” by pairing the soul and pop inflected tone of his vocals with
the depressing cry for help. As Steiner points out, “Help me” is representative of the torment that
lies underneath the deceiving industrial swagger of the song. The protagonist is a broken man,
and he is begging for a release from his pain to function (76). The song becomes a paradox as it
uses conventions from mainstream genres of music like pop to create a mirage of postmodern
industrial aesthetics. Steiner states that the subversiveness is what caused the song to create the
impact it did, and quoting Reed, says “‘Closer’ queered and othered itself, it was [a] shock to the
bro-rock audiences who expected straightness and ambiguity”(76), and that “Reznor himself had
his doubts, claiming that the Prince-like harmonies of the verse was perhaps too far outside of his
musical image and the expectations of industrial music’s unremittingly abrasive and hard-hitting
sound”(76). The fact that “Closer” turns normative assumptions about industrial music on its
head while still being accepted by the fans of the genre despite its growing popularity only adds
to the track and The Downward Spiral’s credibility as a concept album. The funk and soul music
stylings of the track, according to Reed, were meant by Reznor to imbue a more realistic portrait
of sex, contrasting mainstream music’s more saccharine conception of love. “Closer” is an
anthem of self-hatred and depression that is disguised as a funk-infused pop song. The chorus “I
wanna fuck you like an animal/I wanna feel you from the inside/I wanna fuck you like an
animal/My whole existence is flawed/You get me closer to God”(1:01-1:25) creates sexual
provocation and Reznor’s mastery of wordplay in “Closer” also helps it become a stand-out
track on The Downward Spiral. It permeates the narrative of the album and the protagonist’s
journey and grappling with violence.
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In “Closer,” The protagonist feels objectified and let down by the world around him, so
by bringing that feeling onto others, he projects his internalized grief. By engaging in sexual
activity as a coping mechanism, he attempts to bring himself back to life and closer to the God
that he feels abandoned by. The lyrics of “Closer” gain additional resonance through the raw and
passionate vocal delivery of Reznor, which adds to the themes of submission and domination.
The exact focus of the song is unclear as the protagonist’s declarations are ambiguous. “Closer”
could be about the protagonist’s need for a sexual release. Alternatively, the song can be read as
a further expression of the deceiving voice inside of the protagonist’s head from the first track
“Mr. Self Destruct,” who could be wanting the protagonist to become a powerless sexual object.
Through Reznor’s lyrics, he shows the tenuous boundary between sexual domination and
violence, with the protagonist constantly shifting between being a dominant person with agency
to a victim of corrupt forces. There is also ambiguity when it comes to whether the sexual
experiences depicted in the lyrics to “Closer” are consensual or not. Despite its pop tendencies,
the song speaks to the carnal nature of sex and gray area that exists between domination and
consent. The music video for “Closer” highlights Reznor’s fascination with the BDSM
subculture, which allows a space for consensual dominant and submissive sexual practices18.The
protagonist thinks that if he willingly submits to these sexual endeavors, he can rid himself of his
demons, which he alludes to in the verse that comes after the chorus, with him stating “You can
have my isolation/You can have the hate that it brings/You can have my absence of faith/You
can have my everything”(1:46-2:05) The reference to the protagonist’s isolation and the self-

In the music video for “Closer,” Reznor wears fetish gear, including a ball gag, leather pants and gloves, as well
as a mask and is seen handcuffed and in shackles.
18
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hated that he feels shows that “Closer” is a more densely layered song than it first appears to
listeners.
The protagonist wants to get “closer to God,” or through the act of sex, reach a level of
transcendence that surpasses the physical realm with sex being used as a vehicle to reach the
sublime for the protagonist. According to Paul Mattick Jr. in “Beautiful and Sublime: Gender
Totemism in the Constitution of Art,” Edmund Burke, whose 1757 publication A Philosophical
Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful introduced discourse on
aesthetics and the sublime, sensations of sublimity are codified as masculine ones, including
heaviness, roughness, hardness, and loudness. This extends beyond mere objects and goes on to
help define the sound and aesthetics of The Downward Spiral. Mattick Jr. also goes on to note
that these characteristics are associated with emotions of love and fear, which he notes as being
responses to weakness and strength (294). The protagonist has had to live through a harsh world
and through exploring his sexual side, he can experience something that does not have the
attachment of fear and weakness. Sex becomes a form of escapism, which is evident in the next
verse when the protagonist says, “You tear down my reason/(Help me) it's your sex I can
smell/(Help me) you make me perfect/Help me become somebody else”(2:09-2:27). Even though
participating in sexual activities helps the protagonist come to terms with his feelings, there is
still a degree of co-dependency that he develops with the lyrical repetition of “help me” and “you
make me perfect.” This is also developed in the last verse of the song where Reznor sings under
a pulsing rhythm and a dense layer of distortion “I drink the honey/Inside your hive/You are the
reason/I stay alive”(4:07-4:25) The sexual relationship he builds with this other person has
become an addiction for him, which does not fully address his lingering mental health issues.
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“Closer” acts as a contrast to the earlier track “Heresy” in that instead of lambasting God
and his religious followers, he actively tries to reclaim a sense of spirituality. This, however,
cannot be obtained because of the protagonist’s growing narcissism. The protagonist’s aim is
then to supersede God and his omnipotence to become a new, better God-like figure. Walter
Kaufman, the editor and translator of The Portable Nietzsche, notes that with Nietzsche’s
concept of the Übermensch as first laid out in Thus Spoke Zarathustra, “Faith in God is dead as a
matter of cultural fact, and any ‘meaning’ of life in the sense of a supernatural purpose is gone.
Now it is up to man to give his life meaning by raising himself above the animals and the alltoo-human”(115). Since everything else that he believed in has failed him, “Closer” marks a
point in the narrative of The Downward Spiral where the protagonist begins his transformation
into this Übermensch not bound by his relationship to others. This also makes the protagonist
decidedly postmodern in that through his rising to Übermensch status, he is rejecting the
narrative of God’s omnipotence and the universality of morality.
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“Hurt” and Conversion Narrative
The last track on the album “Hurt,” coalesces the protagonist’s conversion narrative of
going from a disaffected and rebellious addict to someone who is coming to terms with the chaos
that they brought onto others. Arguably the most critically acclaimed track on the album, “Hurt”
is a multi-faceted work in that there are two convergent storylines on the track. The first
narrative arc follows the protagonist as they struggle with mental illness and eventually commit
suicide in the titular track “The Downward Spiral.” “Hurt” then acts as the protagonist’s
recollection of his life where he grapples with thoughts about everyone he has let down. An
alternate reading of “Hurt” have the lyrics hone in on the protagonist’s addiction(s), as they think
that feeling something, even if it is the dangerous effects of drugs, is better than feeling nothing
at all. In the second part of the first verse Reznor whispers slightly off-key “Try to kill it all
away/But I remember everything”(1:00-1:10). This indicates that rather than tackling his issues
head-on, the protagonist decides to commit suicide to escape his pain, as outlined in “The
Downward Spiral,” however he is forced to think about all the transgressions he has committed.
It is only now that the protagonist realizes that he made the wrong decision, and his problems
still linger. If one focuses on the interpretation revolving around his drug use, then his drug
consumption only offers him temporary relief as his deeper underlying issues remain. The
protagonist’s remembrance of his past life only causes him more distress.
The chorus of “Hurt” acts as an encapsulation of the narrative of The Downward Spiral
because of the protagonist’s contemplation into his downward trajectory into nihilism. The line
“What have I become?”(1:38-1:42)is a point of reckoning for the protagonist as he looks back at
the kind of person he has turned into, which is not someone of whom he is proud. This point in
“Hurt” is also a drastic narrative shift from the beginning of the album with songs like “Mr. Self
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Destruct” and “March of the Pigs,” which have a more immediate disarming, anti-establishment
attitude. Here, the lines “My sweetest friend/Everyone I know/Goes away in the end”(1:44-1:59)
instead of brimming with anarchic rebellion, reveal a more somber side to the protagonist. The
lyrics suggest that the protagonist feels like he has been abandoned by everyone close to him and
that he is destined to live his life alone, helping to bridge a connection to Wallace and his
observations on postmodern loneliness. “My sweetest friend”(1:44) can also refer to the drugs
that the protagonist has become addicted to, being a substitute for the relationships he failed to
build with others. The second half of the chorus extends the feelings of worthlessness that
plagues the protagonist’s mind with Reznor singing mournfully “You could have it all/My
empire of dirt/I will let you down/I will make you hurt”(2:02-2:23). This moment of reflection
for the protagonist makes him realize that he has nothing to show for his efforts of attempting to
unmask the hidden atrocities of his world. For me, these lines are emotionally relatable due to the
disappointment that the protagonist feels as a result for not living up to the expectations of
others. By attempting suicide, which is heavily alluded to in “Hurt” and “The Downward Spiral,”
he will further anger people around him because in their eyes, it can be seen as selfish and a
permanent solution to a temporary problem. An additional, more cynical reading of the chorus is
derived from the protagonist’s original aims of trying to institute a new regime of power that
supersedes God. “Empire of dirt”(2:08-2:11) suggests that his life is worthless and what he does
have to pass on to others holds no value in his mind. Reznor’s vocal delivery of soft whispers
buried underneath layers of noise also points to the protagonist’s remorse falling on deaf ears .
Taking the protagonist’s drug addiction into account, this part of the chorus could be the
protagonist engaging in a dialogue with himself about his worsening dependence on “dirt”(2:11),
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which is a common slang term for heroin. He is letting himself wither away because all he thinks
he has is drugs to console himself and accepts the turmoil that he has perpetuated.
In the second verse of “Hurt,” the protagonist realizes how his rise to power has failed
him and it causes him to question his reasons for living. His earlier eagerness to rebel against
various institutional structures is fueled by his egomaniacal attitude, but the control he built is
superficial and he is left to contemplate his flawed existence. As indicated by the lyrics “crown
of shit”(2:39-2:41) and “liar’s chair”(2:45-2:47) he has grown into a resentful and spiteful
person, yet he remains repentant and wants to make up for past mistakes. The next lines “Full of
broken thoughts/I cannot repair”(2:50-2:59) are also an emotionally poignant contrast to the
masculine bravado displayed earlier in the storyline of The Downward Spiral. They also
movingly portray the mental state of the protagonist in the increasingly fragile postmodern
landscape that he has left in ashes, bearing a link to the narrator in Fight Club. The protagonist’s
internal dialogue continues in the last part of the verse, but instead of following the melancholic
feeling of the rest of the track, there is a narrative turn when Reznor sings in a melancholic,
tender tone “You are someone else/I am still right here”(3:13-3:23). This point in the song acts
as the beginning of a new arc for the narrator where he feels that while he has negatively
changed during his journey, there remains a part of himself that has hope. “You are someone
else”(3:13-3:18) indicates the change in personality that the protagonist undergoes when he is
under the influence of drugs. He remains stuck in place, and he has wasted opportunities for him
to overcome his struggles because of his drug use. However, “Hurt” allows for a nuanced
interpretation as despite the protagonist’s drug use, “I am still right here”(3:19-3:23) shows
aspirations to continue and live a better life, despite everything that the protagonist has gone
through. This idea is visited again in the outro for “Hurt,” where Reznor speaks softly over
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distorted noise and drones “If I could start again/A million miles away/I would keep myself/I
would find a way”(4:13-4:35). If the protagonist could go back, I think that he would still have a
skeptical mind but based on Reznor’s singing tone and the regret expressed by the protagonist, it
is doubtful that he would choose to immerse himself in the harmful influences that led to his
downward spiral.
“Hurt” remains one of the most powerful songs not just on The Downward Spiral, but
Nine Inch Nails’ whole catalog because of its nuanced exploration of mental illness and drug
exploration. In Alec Wilkinson’s article “Music From the Machine” from The New Yorker, they
state that “Hurt” is a “complex lament...written...as a sort of valentine to the
sufferer”(Wilkinson). It is an expression of the sorrow that the protagonist feels at failing himself
and others. “Hurt” is one of the most relatable songs on the records and reminds listeners that
they are not alone in their suffering, which is why it has remained so culturally relevant. The
prominence of “Hurt” expanded in 2002, when legendary musician Johnny Cash recorded a
cover of “Hurt” for his 2002 album American IV: The Man Comes Around. In an interview with
Geoff Rickly for Alternative Press, Reznor says that when he was first approached about Cash
having permission to record the song, he had reservations saying, “I was flattered, but frankly,
the idea sounded a bit gimmicky to me”(Rickly), but when he received a CD with Cash’s cover,
he was taken aback, recalling:
Tears welling, silence, goose-bumps... Wow. I just lost my girlfriend,
because that song isn't mine anymore. Then it all made sense to me. It
really made me think about how powerful music is as a medium and art
form. I wrote some words and music in my bedroom as a way of staying
sane, about a bleak and desperate place I was in, totally isolated and alone.
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Some fucking how that winds up reinterpreted by a music legend from a
radically different era/genre and still retains sincerity and meaning
different, but every bit as pure. Things felt even stranger when he passed
away. The song's purpose shifted again. It's incredibly flattering as a writer
to have your song chosen by someone who’s a great writer and a great
artist. (Rickly)
Cash added additional cultural respectability to an already powerful song due to his renowned
status, and in turn, expanded the reach and legitimacy of Reznor’s work. Currently, according to
Cash’s Spotify page, “Hurt” remains his most popular song, garnering more listens than other fan
favorite tracks like “Ring of Fire,” “Folsom Prison Blues,” and “I Walk The Line”(Cash),
highlighting “Hurt” and its wide-reaching relevance. Even though Cash records music in a
completely different genre than Reznor, he was able to tap into the emotional core of “Hurt” and
its message about working through grief and depression. Cash’s version of the song retains the
passion and power of the original, but he uses “Hurt” to comment on his experiences with aging
as well as reconciling his past with the stark reality of his present. The fact that a musician of
Cash’s pedigree covered the song and made it his own but did not lose the sincerity and truth that
Reznor imparted on the track makes the song even more powerful. With Cash’s cover, the song
blends different genres and generations together to formulate a depiction of the eternal struggle
of someone wanting to be free from their addictions and the brutality of existing in a cruel world.
“Hurt,” like the rest of The Downward Spiral, touches upon the difficult reality of what it means
to be human.
Since 2013, I have seen Nine Inch Nails a total of seven times. The last time I saw them
was in 2018 when they performed a special three-night set at the now defunct local venue The
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Joint at the Hard Rock Hotel. This particular show featured songs spanning from Nine Inch
Nails’ early era of 1988-1997. When I was first starting to immerse myself within the world of
rock music The Downward Spiral made a profound impact on me. The song “Hurt” touches me
like no other song has. There have been times where my anxiety and depression have
overwhelmed me, to the point where I felt like I did not have a place in the world and that there
was no hope for me. Being front row at a concert seeing one of my biggest artistic inspirations
playing “Hurt” live is an experience that provided me catharsis when I needed it the most.
Hearing the song live made me feel like I was going to be fine. In the Netflix series Song
Exploder, Reznor remarks “The thing about ‘Hurt’ more than any other song I’ve written, when I
wrote it, I felt alone...lost. But things will be okay, you know. And you’re okay”(0:13-0:31).
Reznor’s statement perfectly encapsulates what I feel about the song and what the protagonist in
The Downward Spiral has come to realize in “Hurt”: You may have lost yourself, but there is
still hope and something beyond the horizon that keeps you going.
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Conclusion
The Downward Spiral is a touchstone of 1990’s alternative music, but with its lyrics
intricately connected to confessional poetry and their thematic connection to postmodern
skepticism and alienation, it is worthy of critical attention within the literature. Its status as a
concept album with a coherent conversion narrative arc centered around a central protagonist
situates The Downward Spiral as not just a musical album, but a literary artifact. The album’s
industrial fused sound and the journey of the protagonist also connects to a larger literary
tradition as many of the genre’s performance aesthetics and recording practices take influence
from the early modernist movements of Dadaism and their confrontational artistic aims and
rebellion against corrupt institutional forces. The lore of The Downward Spiral and its focus on
Reznor’s protagonist coping with issues of selfhood and mental illness while having to traverse
through an unforgiving world is reminiscent of works from postmodern authors such as Chuck
Palahniuk and David Foster Wallace. The critical success of The Downward Spiral helped to
establish Reznor as a gothic icon, further bolstered by his lyrics that have a direct correlation to
romantic poetry. At the time of its release, the concept album began to decline in popularity
because of the shift in audience’s music consumption habits, but with the release of The
Downward Spiral, it brought the genre of the concept album back into focus. This was partially
due to the album’s relatable themes of depression, addiction, and identity, but also its literary
conceit that includes a semi-autobiographical central protagonist and songs centered around the
storyline of his nihilistic descent into anarchy and ruin. This causes him to develop a solipsistic
lens in which he views the collapse of the world around him. Even though it is a musical album,
conducting a reading of The Downward Spiral reveals a framework that unfolds like a novel and
that has a wide breadth that echoes great works of literature. Because of the concept album’s
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undermining of normative musical form in conjunction with the genre highlighting overarching
narrative that drives the action, it shares many similarities with more conventional forms of
literature, specifically the postmodern tradition. The Downward Spiral pushes aesthetic
boundaries and is a culturally relevant text that increases our understanding of what literature can
stand for and be.
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